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Today 1 would Tike to taik about the larger social and political
atmosphere in which advocacy efforts are unavoidably embedded. I should
pgrhaps mention here that the primary focus qf my remarks will be mental
vetardation, but it will easily be recognizea that many of the pdints

-~ apply equally well to other handicapped groups.

For special interest and advocacy groups to be effective, it is
necessary that they understand tﬁe politics of fhe igsues that COncerH
them. As Knitzer (1971) has stated, "After a decgde of experimentation
with social change poiicies, the professional has come to appreciate
that social priorities and programs are alternately beneficiaries and
victims of a fundamental p01itica1 procéss. Advocacy, in that it is
inherently and unabashedly political, reflects a crystaliization of
this awareness and an aftempt to create new strategies for social
change (p. 699)." Recognizing this fact, the various special interest
groups in our society have aImost; without exceptions all developed
relatively coherent social and political philosophies to guide their -
actions. However, the professional and Tay spokesmen for the mentally
retarded have largely failed to develop a unified political philosophy
for their movement.

This lack of a coherent political philosophy seems to stem from

L -
the tacit assumption that the issues of rights and treatment for the

mentally handicapped are apolitical. This mistaken idea stems from
a.failure to come to grips with two important issues.
The first is that, historically, the treatment of the mentally

retarded has been greatly influenced by the prevailing political and
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social attitudes. Thus, it is essential that advocates maintain a
historical perspective. The second point is that the spokesmen for

the retarded who have recognized that patterns of social change qffecting‘
the mentally handicapped ref]eq&_the prevailing political attitudes

have generally failed to be evaluative, Most individuals and groups » e
have acted as if divergent political! philosophies have similar im-
-plications with regard to the nandicabped. On the contrary, it will bet
argued here-that the various political views currentiy held in this
society differ in their implications with respect” to the welfare of

the mentally handicapped, and that the different implications can be
used to guide advocacy éffortg.

It 15 té the former point that I would like to turn first.l-Re-

-stated in general terms, it is that the success of a particular

social movement is dependent upon the attitudes prevailiné in the given
society, Thus, an aspect of advocacy that has heretofore been neglected
is that of working to cbénge the lgrger political aﬁa'soctaT atmosphere
in which specific reforms will be accepted or rejected. That this
particular aspect of advocacy is of grugia] 1mpor£ance is sﬁggested by
any review of the history of the‘trethent of the mentally retarded.
Sarason and Doris {1969} draw the connection most clearly, stating,-

", .at any point in time, society's attitudes towards its deviants
“are ndt shgped‘soleiy by the scientifi¢c theories or facts then available.
The theories or facts will be seen to have different implications
depending upon the general social matrix in which they occur (p. 227)." 1
Taking the above as a premise, I would like to give a brief historical

sketch of a particular social philosophy, both because it had profound

4
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effects on the treatment of the mentally retarded and because its social
and political antecedents still exert an influence on spcial policy
affecting the retarded.

The Sintellectual movement I wish to discuss is the Social Darwinism

.0f the Tatter half of the pineteenth century. Briefly. the adherent§~

of Social Darwinism attempted to apply the ideas of natural selection
and survival of the fittest to human social Vife. Thus, the fittest
of a society (usually defined by the Social Darwinists as those having
thé most material wealth) were seen as the superiof'products of an

essentially biological process. Similarly, those who were 1ess success-

',fu1 in a givén society (the.poor, the mentally and physically handicapped,

the diseased} were seen as inferior races of mankind. They were
depicted as being what they were because of an inferior biological
inheritance, rather than environmental deprivation. Thus, man should

not tamper with the natural selection process which will allow mankind's

inferiors to disappear from the face of the earth. Having these as

their beliefs, it is not surprising then, fhat the Social Qérwinists were-
opposed to social measures that would ameliorate the cBndition of the poor
and handicapped. To quote Herbert Spencer, intellectual leader of the
Social Dérwihists; ", ..society is égnstanfly excreting its unﬁéaithy,
imbecile, slow, vacillating, faithless members....unthinking, though well-
meaning, men advocate an interference which...stops the purifying process
(1851, p. 323)." ‘ |

Social Darwinism occupies a place of importance in the history of
mental retardation in that it_had a considerable impact on the way the

mentally handf&apped and underprivileged members of society. were perceived
\

:

\ 5




1

-d-

at the turn of the contury. Instu.dd.of beilig_thought of as victine of

adverse environnicntal circumstdnceg, the retarded weré seen as members
——ofan—inferior-race of-menkind I addition, Social Darwinism paved
the way for, and fs inextricably linked with, the eugenics movement
of the first three datadss of this century {huiler, 19635 Hofstadter,
19595 Sarason & Doris, 1969). The eugenicisis carried trne doctrines
of Social Darwinism one step further and argued for restricting the
breeding of the “genétically unfit". The eugenics movement is important
in the history of the tredtment of tHe mer.tally handicappeﬁ because 1t
was probably the primary advocate of the sterilization and segregation
of the mentally retarded. Although their attempts at promoting effective
sterilization laws were generally unsuccessful, the eug?nicisgs did
achievé success in getting society to accept the idea that the retarded
should be segregated in ]arge‘institutions away }rom the community. As
tate as 1976, we are still in the process of reversing this mistaken
policy.

' The relevance of these two social movemenfs for the primary theses
of "the present paper cannot be overemphasized. It is important to realize
that Social Darwinism (and its stepchild - eugenics) arose not just

as a neutral application of Darwinian principlies to social life, but

as a biological justification of specific political and economic doctrines.

Socia) Darwinism was conceived as an attempt to find justification for

laissez~faire economics.in natural laws. Indeed, Spencer's seminal work,

kY

Social Statics, preceded publication of Darwin's The Origin of the Species
py eight years. The term Social Darwinism is thus somewhat of a misnomer,

since Spencer had argued -against government interference in aid of the

<y
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puor long before Darwin's work was prought in as a justification.

That Social Darwinism was used to bolster iaissez-faire econuiics
and. conservative political doctrine nas heon aipiy doCudented by severai
authors. Hofstadter (19599} has stated: - |

Darwinism was seized upnn as ¢ welcome addition, ..
to the store of ideas to which solid and conserva-
tive men appedled when they wished to reconcile

¥ their fellows to some of the hardships of life and
to prevail upon themm not to support hasty and ill-
considered reforms. Darwinism was one oF the great
informing insights in this long phase in the hist-
ory of the conservative mind in America. It was
those who wished to defend the political status
quo, above all the laissez-faire conservatives, who
were first to pick up the instruments of social

. argument that were forged out of the Darwinian

concepts {pp. 5-6)}.

- an

Hofstéhter further states that Spencer's Hocial Statics was,
attempt to strengthen laissez-faire with the imperatives of biology ip. 30).*
Hofstadter, in coﬁsidering why the Darwinian ideas were distorted in this
particular direction, concludes, "The answer is thaP'American society Saw

its own imaéé in the tootheand- law version of natural selection, ;nd

that 1ts dominant groups here,{éerefore able to dramatize this vision of
conpetition as a good thing in itself. Ruthless businéss rivalry and
upprincipled politics secmed to be.justified by the survival phi]osoghy
(p. 201)." In their historical review of Social Darwinism's éfféct on thg
treatment of the mentally retarded, Sarason and Doris. (1969) é]so empha~
size the 1ink of Social Darwinism to }aissez-faireleconomics, stating,
"While the attitudes of the Social Darwinists were undoubtedly formed in
large part by their reactions to evolutionary theory and fhe vivid

anatogies it sunqested Letween life in nature and life in society, one nust

also recognize the fundamental influence of classical economic theory.

[
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Speneer 'S argusent nevded nocllerwin, The Clansical economists had Lol L

pramises.  iney can be seen in Adam Siitn's wdvadacy of {rec coipmtiting -

in the market place...{y. o). " Sarasun-abduerdsaisar—tresys G abhto = - —— -

-

tion the t!U!itElIiCS roveraent had for poitticd] conservetives: "we Lab
Treadily duagine that the politizaiiy amwd ~acial by Cswapsatied o
in society ‘Bt hed 50 readily esbricnd the Social Barhinﬁﬁi;ﬁ? Sieeneip
alid oo el PRelily LRI L L 8 LS LY T ol L AL,
1ike the Social Darwinism that preceded it, would advocate not Chatvie in
the organization of society.but the elimination of those who could not or
would not successfully adjﬁgt to that society (p. éﬂS).“ Finally, s
Haller (1963) in his historical work on the eugenics movement, stated,
", ..many strands of eugenic thoﬁght were a %éientif{g disgu%se for
COnSEPvativé, often havrsh, indictments of classes and races, and eugenics
became, for a time, predominantiy a conservggive creed (pp. 5~6)." In
SUmmArY s a éonsideration of the inté1lectual movament'of-gociaT Ddirwin-
ism illustrates the two major theses of this paper: first; that the
treatient of the mentally haadicapped %s affected by current political
and social aftitudes, and secondly, that political philosophies difier . '
in their implications for the wentally handicapped. ) ¢
It is the second point which should Le stressed since it scoems to
have been wost neglected. That is, once advocaies for the mentally
handicapped réaiize that qovernmental po1icie$ affecting the retarded
are dependent upon social attitudes, it becomes necessary for 4 judgment
to be made as to which social and political philosophies have more positive
implications for the mentally handicapped. .Sometimes this judément can

be made by extrapolation from the past. I would 1ike to argue that this

8
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[t seeas to ma that now is the time to rechannel
that incredipie energy that goes into teldthons and
' door-to-deur drives Lo chenge public opinian, legisla-

tors' yotes and the vory ng ro?.m, ond eccnormic sirug-
Tyt ol TR coanityy, o Toy T L crd dorooite do
STV S TS OSSP TS S O N T T T o Louwa LY

we're quing to work Woward {p. 35, Tir ixceptional
Parent, February, 1976).

Hopefully, it will be recognized that charitable qjgan1zat10ns working

on beha!f of the mentaily retarded have a c¢rucial weakness. Since their

r

financial support comes from a broad spectrum of the populace, they are
forced into a neutral phildsophical position so as not to alienate any seg-
ment of the political continuum. Thus they are unable to lobby effectively

for the retarded when the issues involved have political implications.

.This is a severe problem since the‘p1ight @f the retarded is similar to that

of-a disenfranchised minority group such as black Americans. Like blacks,

the mentally retarded aie asking for previously denied jobs, housing, and

education.  They can best be helped foward these goals by a society that

supparts prosressive social change,;  Awarenaess of this fact among the citi-

2ONS anL spoak Far the retarded will lead to increased political clout for

-t

THTG o,

Sertadn, o briel discusaion of a contesporary problem in the field of

seento b retavdation « 00T illustrate the point, Tho creation of community

Lol tar LLE retarded Las Detone dah issug Tiudqht with potitical implica-
Lo, bﬁ SRIENS Gl ti:iQ‘ Lhn;F howes have been, opposed by city counciis,
weoeed Byoad hog Toinicen’s conailtiees.” Thcse Groups have used zonihg
Vias, lalaely Gesiqnefi o pec et owei b-to-do DPUpurtl +d 1nterests, to

Venih Lhee Crpation Oilihh:unii} STVISER ¥ Lhuir neighbofhoods. These saue
ik would fﬁaulj Jive a4 Gollar Lo & Charity fo% the retarded, bui would

* - i
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sioultaneously deny them the basic human r"igh"c to live independently in
society. What the retarded really need is to have thé city zoning laws
changed so that community homes for the mentally handicgpped can be orga-
nized. A recent study by Sigelman (1978) is relevant te this issue and

to the peints argued previously. She found that people who i&entified
themselves as political liberals were more favorable toward group housing
for the retarded in residential districts. In addition, liberal respondents
weré more likely to favor equal opportunity employment for the retarded.

Modern American conservatism, in short, which is rooted in the Social
Darwinism of the nineteenth century, emphasizes charity because its tenets
are fundamentally opposed to socia1-change. Howeger;_tﬁe.we]fa;e of the
retafded greatly depends on some heeded socia1.chahge. Advoéates for the
retarded should vecognize this fact anq support the Tiberal reforms that |
will brovide a more conducive environment for the'men§a11y handicapped.

One policy traditionally supported by conservatives has been.a balanced
rational budget. Interestingly enough, the same peaple who advocate a
balanced national budget simultaneously endorse large expenditures on Ehe
Defense establishment. Obviously, larger military spehding means smailler
expenditures in other parts of the budget. The imp1icatidns of th%s policy
are obvious. The mentally retarded have ngothing to gain from su-bsidies
to Lockheed Aircraft,.but have a great deal to gain from federa] health
or education programs. Why then, have professignals, parents, and advo-
cates of the retarded not protested more vociferously against the destruc-

F

’,‘ A
tion of education and poverty programs by the Nixon and Ford administrations?

!’

Have they hesitated for fear of involving the cause of the retarded in a

"nolitical” struggie? 1If so, and the author is inclined to believe so,

-

15




~14-

+, T T . T, - - . R R R
. 20 AL T U aa e T e e LY . PR e, T e et e T

ophys determined to maintain a large mi]itaky apparatus at the expense of
social programs, has clear implications for the mentally retarded. The sooner
those concerned wake up to that fact, the better.

B One need not Took far to see the conservative trend in modern political
rhetoric. - On the one hand we have seen Ronald Reagan campaigning in the
primaries on a platform of increased military expenditures and drastic °
cuts in health, educations and welfare budgets. On the other hand, we
ghserve Pre;ident Ford reluctantly signiqg the "Education for A1l Handi-
capped Children Act” and then charging that the bili's supporters are
"faléely raising the expectations of the Qrodps affected by claiming
authqrization levels which are excessive and unrealistic...the funding levels
proposed in this bill will simply nof be possible if Federal egpenditures
are to be‘brought under control and a balanced budget achieved over the

&ext few years (wnitelHouse Statement, December 2, 1975)." -

A recent study by the present author clearly demonstrates the link
between political philosephy and support of programs for the mentally
handicapped. It was found tﬂat Congressuien who were primary -supgorters of
Tegislation of benefit to the handicapped tended to be significantly more
liberal on other issues {as measuredtby the:A.D.A, liberal quotiént) than

y

othér Congressmen, ;

The above discussion touches.or just a few of the areas wh%re a
conservative social and econonic p@f]osophy has proven detrimeﬂt§] to the
retarded. As the mentally handic éped assume their full and equal place

| - X

in society, it is incevitable that controversy will occur. Thé issues of

resource allocation, treatment of deviants, :ndividual versus group rights,




and huwan scxuu1§ty all touch the retarvded and are fraught with political
implications. Fortunately, a few professionals have recently beﬁun to
recognize the implications of social phiosophy for policy decisions
regarding the retarded. 1In an excellent article, Morgenstern (19%4) has
described the three prevalent comwunity attitudes toward the retarded. The
first is the primﬁtive belief that the retarded are a sub-human class that
should be segregated in institutions so as nbt to be harmful to the
community. Another belief held is that the retarded are "child-innocents"
or "God's chosen children." The implications of this attitude are clear

to Morgenspgrn, who states that, under this philosophy, "Assistance to

the retarded takes the form of charity and in return, the retarded are
expected to be gratéfu} and coniorminﬁ {p. 159}." The third attitude to-
warrd the retarded is thét they are “"develgping pergons” whose potential cun

vest be realized by full participation in community Tife. Morgenstern is

*

essentially in agreement with the present author when he states that,

[T

Stiitudes in this catedry eedanate from the enlightened angd brocee o3

closonts in our sociciv, the sawe elewents that have given jupetus Lo i

-

cvewent for civil eights Jor all winerities {p. 160)." Lippman (1972},

inonds review of atbitudes and programs for the handicapped in severai
‘K

YL progray,

cednirios, essentially concue with this opimon, stating,
fer the mentally retaraed in Durope dare bettee than in the United Statos -
in part because attitudes are different {p. 68)." The attitudes that

Lippewstt feels contribute ot develonaent of beneficial prograns are
: #
.. . . . : . o . . em o
woititarianism, Tiberadl o, wned an accditance of govermment responsibility
farorenediating soctal o toas, \

1
. .ot

In surnary, thore is uiple docu.entation for the fact that the social -
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and political philosophies of a society affect the types of programs
and treatment that are aftforded the mentally retarded. Thus, it Must be
recognized that we are creating the intellectual climate in which new
developuents for the retarded will be accepted or rejected; and that we
create the ¢limate in part by the political leaders we elect and the ideas
"we support. A recent editorial in The Exceptional Parent proposed that
every national organization'concerned about people with disabilities
-‘pub1icize to their niciberships the platforms of political candidates on
issues of hea]th; educaticn, and welfare Tor disabled Americans. Although
this is a taudable proousal, following the line of arguuent presented
in this paper I would s.ujgest that it does not yo far enough., Why not
openly endorse and_SNppprt chosen candidates as do other special interest

-

aroups, with much suctvas?  The directions in which Ibng-term advocacy
crierss should be Tovuned e been alluded Lo previously. It has beﬁa

argued thal more eaplicit and wygressive attompts by advocates to infiucn o
Cria and political snidtoncony will be ot Gong terw benefit to the retarded

Led dtnet nandica,sped rcw s TRE Guy has Vinalily arrived for the slogan of

C e hundicapped to be, "He oaore charity, give us our rights,”

18
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